Apoptosis in patients with acute myocarditis.
Acute myocarditis is an acute inflammatory syndrome characterized by acute myocardial damage and dysfunction followed by a variable recovery over time with some patients progressing toward severe dilated cardiomyopathy. Cardiomyocyte apoptosis, a key pathologic feature of heart failure, may play a critical role in functional recovery in patients with acute myocarditis. The aim of the study was to investigate whether apoptosis predicts functional recovery in patients with acute myocarditis. Sixteen patients with biopsy-documented acute myocarditis were followed for 1 year with serial transthoracic echocardiography. Functional recovery was defined as 12-month left ventricular ejection fraction >40%. Cardiomyocyte apoptosis, leukocyte infiltration, and cell proliferation was assessed in all samples. A group of cases in which the diagnosis of acute myocarditis was made after death was also selected for comparison, and morphologically normal hearts from patients who died from a noncardiac cause were selected as controls. Six patients (38%) had functional recovery at 12 months, whereas 10 (62%) did not. The 2 groups had similar characteristics except for lower baseline left ventricular ejection fraction in the group with functional recovery. Apoptotic rate was found to be significantly higher in patients with acute myocarditis than in control hearts, and, unexpectedly, patients with functional recovery had significantly higher apoptotic rates than patients without recovery (3.2% vs 0.5%, p = 0.001). None of the patients with apoptotic rates below the median had functional recovery versus 86% of patients with apoptotic rates above the median (p <0.001). In conclusion, higher rates of cardiomyocyte apoptosis in patients with acute myocarditis are associated with functional recovery at 1 year.